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JOURNAL OF AN EXPEDITION 1400 MILES UP THE ORINOCO, &C. 


Y J. II. RORINSON, LATE .SURGEON IN THE PATRIOTIC ARMY. 


X/tT E have of late had many travels 
v " into the interior of Venezuela, and 
we are afraid that Mr. Robinson does 
not add much to the scientific labours of 
Humboldt, or the personal adventure 
of Hippesley. There is still, however, 
so much of interest attached to the South 
American chaos, out of which it is 
presumed new slates and nations will 
emerge, that we shall devote a few col¬ 
umns to the most remarkable features 
of this journal. The author, who has 
since fallen a victim to the pestilential 
climate, draws a frightful picture of the 
people and of the horrid war which de¬ 
vastated the country. The hardships 
endured by the marauding bands called 
armies, and especially by the Europe¬ 
ans who joined them, baffle description ; 
and the scenes of wretchedness and 
crime presented to us in his narrative, 
are absolutely appalling to human na¬ 
ture. Every second man appears to be 
a lawless ruffian, a villain, or a murder¬ 
er 5 and it is impossible to conceive any 
accumulation of misery more desperate 
than is unfolded in these pages. We 
are sorry to say that they are but indif¬ 
ferently written, and debased by a sort 
of military slang; though for this there 
are but too many excuses to be found 

K' 

in the melancholy situation of our un¬ 
fortunate countryman. 

The voyage out, and reception in 
America, greatly resemble Colonel Hip- 
pesley’s account, and confirm all that 
gentleman’s statements. In passing up 
the Orinoco to Angostura, Mr. R, men¬ 
tions a curious fact-— 


“On the 30th, while warping our 
vessel along, close by the bush, we ob¬ 
served an immense flock of tarantula 
spiders of a large size. Several of them 
crawled up the side of the vessel, and 
came on deck. It is truly wonderful 
how a monkey treats these venomous 
insects. The one we had on board 
evinced various proofs of its sagacity : 
it eat any kind of insect offered ; but 
on one of the tarantulas approaching 
him, he screamed, looked hard at it, 
and when some one shoved the taran¬ 
tula nearer him, he sprung from it, and 
took a rope’s end, and beat it from him. 
This day we also had a visit from some 
centipedes, which I think among the 
most disgusting animals I ever saw.” 

One incident will suffice to show the 
hospitality with which the Patriots re¬ 
ceived their friends from England. Ar¬ 
rived at Angostura, Mr. R. was sent 
to a lodging, 

u Inlo which (says he) I entered one 
night after dark, and groped about the 
corners of the balcony for a hook to 
hang my hammock upon. I succeed¬ 
ed, barricadoed the doors, &c, and went 
to sleep. Next morning I found, what 
is very common here, that one of my 
hammock-hooks had been used as a 
hook for scragging the old Span¬ 
iards, for the blood, cfec, about it, left 
no room for doubt. 

“ I found the back door led into a 
field, overgrown with weeds and bush¬ 
es ; and wishing to know as much of 
the immediate neighbourhood as possi- 
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ble, lesl I should myself awake some 
morning with a hole, in my throat (as I 
once heard strangely expressedby a Hi¬ 
bernian) I surveyed all the exterior of 
this house. Hundreds of skulls and other 
bones lay in the field ; and at one spot, 
close to my back-door, 1 thought I had 
got a prize, as a good-looking hammock 
made its appearance behind a bush. I 
laid hold of it. but soon let go, on 
finding it contained the body of some 
human being about half decayed.’ 7 

As a contrast to this horrid relation, 
we copy one of the author’s sketches 
of the Angosturans— 

“ The people here have various ways 
of dressing beef; so that a well-lurnish- 
cd table often brings to my recollection 
a meeting which took place between 
John liagart, the Scotch Advocate, and 
Polkemet, a Lord of Session. Lord 
P. usually retired to his country-resi¬ 
dence during that part, of the year when 
the court does wo business. John H., 
equally idle from a similar cause, went 
to shoot; and happening to pass Lord 
P.’s property, he met his Lordship,who 
politely invited John to take, or as he 
said tak a family dinner with himself, 
his wife, and daughter. John accepted 
this invitation : and they all assembled 
at the hour of dinner. There was a 
joint of roasted veal at the head of the 
table, stewed veal at the bottom, veal 
soup in the middle, veal’s head on one 
side of the soup, and veal cutlets on the 
other, calf’s foot jelly between the soup 
and roast veal, and veal’s brains be¬ 
tween the slewed veal and the soup. 
c Noo,’ says his Lordship, in his own 
blunt way, ‘Mr. II. you may very 
likely think this an odd sort of dinner ; 
blit ye’ll no wonder when you ken the 
cause of it. We keep nae company, 
Mr. II.; and Miss B. here, my daugh¬ 
ter, caters for our table. The way we 
do is just this :—we kill a beast as it 
were to day, and we just begin to cook 
it at one side of -the head, travel down 
that side, turn the tail, and just gang 
back again by the other side to where 
we began.’ Lord P.’s method resem¬ 
bles that of dressing the came here, on¬ 
ly his Lordship’s beast might some¬ 
times be a cow, sometimes a calf, and 
sometimes a sheep, while ours is nothing 
but came ,—beef to breakfast, beef to 


dinner, beef to supper, and beef to 
breakfast again.” 

The voyage up the Arauca is the 
most interesting part of the volume. 
The everlasting occurrence of tigers, al¬ 
ligators, centipedes, musquitoes, &c.&c. 
their habits, their encounters, and the 
means taken to avoid their injuries, fur¬ 
nish much curious matter. Humboldt 
notices the division of different kinds of 
musquitoes into different districts, as it 
were, separated by precise lines; and 
our author'sexperience confirms the fact. 

u Here (says he, at one transition) 
we found a new kind of mosquito, at 
least it was new to many of us, which 
was not scared either by our fires or to¬ 
bacco smoke. Till the L9th we were 
assailed by these tormentors, not only 
during the night but the whole of the 
day, and with all our attention, these 
vermin continued to bite us till we were 
in one universal blister. 

“ On the 19th, fatigued for want of 
rest, when we came to anchor for the 
night, we were still more dreadfully an¬ 
noyed by the musquitoes, ahd I re¬ 
solved to try a new plan. These in¬ 
sects do not rise high in the air, but are 
generated and remain near the wet 
banks of the river. I found a tree in 
the neighbourhood, which I examined, 
and found, what is uncommon in this 
country, no vermin, such as ants, Ac. 
I ascended nearly to its top, with a 
cord, this I attached firmly to the bran¬ 
ches, and then fixed it round me, so 
that I could not fall, but sit with safety, 
although not with much comfort. It 
was, however, with me here as with 
many in various situations in life :—1 
could estimate the nature and extent of 
my pleasures and my difficulties, merely 
by comparison: and, certainly, al¬ 
though the being tied to the top of a tree 
as a sleeping place was not very agree¬ 
able, it was far preferable to being a- 
mong swarms of hungry musquitoes, 
where I had previously lodged. I en¬ 
joyed several hours sleep and awoke 
consideraby refreshed.” 

The motions and conditions of the 
Patriotic force are well and original¬ 
ly described. General Paez was on 
one side of the Arauca, and Bolivar 
(whom Mr. R. accompanied) on the 
other, skirmishing with the Spaniards. 
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He proceeds, 

“ I became now a good deal accus¬ 
tomed to the habits of the Indians, and 
to the wretched and miserable state of 
their lousy straw hovels ; but I could 
imagine the surprise of one newly im¬ 
ported hither from London, surveying 
the one in which I now sat. There 
were three of us now of a mess ; and 
we had just assembled, every one to 
take his share of trouble in cooking our 
beel:—one kindling the fire before the 
door ; another washing the flesh, for it 
is almost always served to us all over 
sand ; while a third is erecting a sort 
ot temporary table to eat our breakfast 
upon. We were all dressed as com¬ 
mon soldiers, and our knapsacks formed 
our chairs. The Indians were collect¬ 
ing round us, to see us eat, (a custom 
they are very fond of.) ami this I as 
one should most willingly allow, but 
these wretches,like the Creoles, cannot 
sit together without lousing each other. 

a Thus we have a scene presented to 
us every day, at eating time, of at least 
from eight to sixteen or more, search¬ 
ing each other's heads for vermin; 
and it is of no use to speak to 
them, for they think us brutes for ob¬ 
jecting to such an ancient custom. All 
this will appear to a London citizen 
bad enough, and more than sufficiently 
disgusting. Indeed so accustomed are 
they to this sort of amusement, that two 
or more Indians or Creoles cannot sit 
together, at any hour of the day, with¬ 
out busily engaging in this employment. 

a On the 26th, three of the enemy 
were surprised on the other side of the 
river ; two killed and one taken pris¬ 
oner. The prisoner stated, that the 
Spaniards had six thousand men ; and 
they understood we had one thousand 
only. 

u The same day one man came over, 
who said he had deserted from the 
Spaniards, and wished to serve in the 
Patriot army. He seemed a shrewd 
fellow, with a cunning blackguard ex¬ 
pression about bis eye, which rendered 
him an object of suspicion. lie put a 
number of questions to those about him, 
respecting our strength, discipline, 
stores, &c. &c. which induced us to be¬ 
lieve that he had been sent over as a 
spy. Next morning put this matter be¬ 


yond a doubt; for, this fellow being 
watched was detected attempting to re¬ 
cross the river, when he was seized* 
On such or similar occasions, there i s 
but little ceremony observed. The fel¬ 
low was at once marched away to have 
his head taken off. 

c< This is a process at which many 
of the South Americans are extremely 
expert. The prisoner stands up— 
sometimes they indulge him by allow¬ 
ing him to kneel, when anon comes a 
fellow with a sword, and probably with 
a segar in his mouth, who plants a 
sweeping cut on the back part of the 
neck, and this always kills, and nolun- 
frequently separates the head from the 
body at one blow. 

“ The principal part of this day was 
occupied in swimming mules, horses, 
and oxen across the Arauca, with the 
intention to prevent them falling into 
the hands of the enemy. I do believe 
the number brought across must have 
exceeded 30,000. To those unaccus¬ 
tomed to such sights, the crossing of 
horses, troops, &c. from one to the oth¬ 
er side of the river, is curious. The 
men mount the animals, and generally 
carry their saddle on their head. After 
the horse is driven into the river beyond 
his depth, the man slips off behind, 
seizes the horse’s tail, and partly by 
swimming with one hand, and partly 
by the assistance of the horse, he gets 
to the opposite side. 

“ A Colonel of some mounted In¬ 
dians had been galloping about with his 
naked troops, for two or three days ; 
and I bad regularly observed, that the 
said Colonel had been most regularly 
drunk from morning till night. The 
Colonel himself was olothed in an Eng¬ 
lish private infantry’s coat and cap, and 
a pair of coarse linen pantaloons, now 
docked about half a foot above the 
knee; while his legs and feet were 
wholly uncovered. 

“ His troops were of a very dark, 
dirty brown colour, with thick, black, 
lank hair, and carried lances about 14 
feet in length, and these are the only in¬ 
struments, either of attack or defence, 
which they use. They were painted 
on various parts of the body and face, 
every one according to his own taste, 
generally with stripes or figures of va- 
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rious kinds,, and of a very deep brilliant 
crimson colour. 

“ They almost always have pins 
stuck through their lips; and not unfre¬ 
quently through their nose; while their 
ears are pulled down with large heavy 
ear rings. 

“ I advanced to one of these fellows, 
who was painted most profusely, and 
touched one part of the crimson paint, 
which was easily rubbed off. The fel- 
lowimagined my face painted also; and 
he rubbed his finger over my cheek, 
and looked as if he expected to find his 
finger coloured. Finding it unstained, 
however, he advanced again, and 1 al¬ 
lowed him to rub still harder; but not 
bei rig able to effect his purpose, he mut¬ 
tered something in his own language,to 
his painted brethren, when they all set 
up a sort of howl, which had nothing 
human in any note of it. 7 ’ 

We need hardly add that nothing of 
importance between the armies follow¬ 
ed all these manoeuvres; and we are 
compelled, instead of a great battle, to 
present our readers with a native fight 
between two individuals. 

“ In passing on to my hut, I had an 
opportunity of seeing, for the first time, 
a fight between two of the natives, with 
knives. They were both dressed in a 
habit very commonly worn in this 
country, viz. a blanket, with a hole cut 
in its centre, through which they put 
their head, while the blanket covers 
their arms, and hangs over the upper 
part of their body. Tn these conflicts, 
they brandish their knives, and run at 
each other like mad bulls; and on the 
present occasion I could observe, that 
the object of both was to stab his op¬ 


ponent about the under part of the bel¬ 
ly, which, if effected, the knife is so 
held that they can cut the wound up¬ 
ward, so as to allow the whole intes¬ 
tines to tumble out. For a long time 
these two monstrous barbarians cut and 
thrust at each other with the greatest 
possible fury ; and the wounds they re- 
cei\ ed in their hands, in grasping their 
opponent’s knife, and in their arms, ac¬ 
tually covered a great part of their dress 
with blood. Neither of them were kil¬ 
led ; but they both became so much 
exhausted as scarcely to be able to stand 
upright. They were at length separated; 
as I understood, to renew the fight 
when they had sufficiently recovered.” 

As it is not our purpose to do more 
than merely indicate the nature of the 
volume which has called forth this pa¬ 
per, we shall now take our leave of it, 
without entering into its military de¬ 
tails or its peculiar hardships. It con¬ 
tains as many incidents to interest the 
mind as the nature of the scene and its 
companionship admit ; and to those 
who attach importance to the struggle 
in South America, it will afford a good 
deal of striking information. There is 
one remarkable speculation, worthy of 
attention, as emanating from a medical 
man who had enjoyed such practical 
means of observation. Mr. Robinson 
argues at considerable length, that the 
climate of America must reduce Euro¬ 
peans and their descendants, both mor¬ 
ally and physically, to the state of na¬ 
tive Indians ; and he thence infers, that 
the population both in the North and 
South of that great Continent are and 
will always be inferior to the natives of 
Europe. 
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